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Guidelines for Conducting Reference Checks

1. Give the job candidate a “heads up” that you are going to call references.  This gives them “some” time in which to notify their employer of the fact that they are job hunting.
2. Always do a reference check with the immediate supervisor of the candidate’s current position and with as many former supervisors as reasonable.  It is an expectation in LSA that a position cannot be offered to a candidate until a reference check is completed with the current immediate supervisor.  If the candidate has concerns about what the supervisor will say, you may offer them a chance to respond after the conversation with the supervisor.  If the candidate is nervous about the supervisor knowing they are a final candidate for another position, you can make a contingent offer pending a satisfactory reference check with this person and do this as the last step in the hiring process. 
3. Identify yourself immediately, explain your position with your organization, and tell the person why you are calling about the applicant.

4. Assure your contact that any discussion you have will be held in confidence.
5. Ask if he or she is free to discuss the situation.

6. Think about reviewing your interview notes in order to tailor your questions to specific concerns.  Are there areas of responsibility that you need clarification on?

7. Think about the specific skills that you need for the position, i.e., are there special computer skills, writing skills or communication skills that you need?

8. Tell the person about the position for which the applicant is being considered so that he or she can give a more accurate evaluation.

9. Let the person talk freely for as long as he or she wishes without interruption.  Often a question from you at the wrong time will shut off further information.
10. Follow up and probe when you feel the contact is reluctant to discuss certain factors.  Many times a further explanation of why you’re “digging” will elicit the information you want.  After all, you are doing the applicant a favor by checking.  Placement in the wrong job could lead to ultimate unhappiness or even dismissal.

11. Watch for obvious pauses in people’s answers to your questions.  Often these are signs that further questions may bring more information that you might not otherwise receive.  Listen not just to what is said, but how they say it.
12. Don’t hang up until you’re sure that you know the opinion of the person you have called.  Frequently, you will receive ambiguous answers.  The person called may give very little useful information.  A technique that frequently works is to summarize the conversation by making either of the following two statements:
· “I take it that you don’t recommend the applicant very highly for the position”, or 
· “I take it that you recommend the applicant very highly for the position.”
      Sometimes this brings the responses you need.
13. Questions must be job-related and you must not ask any reference provider about topics that are also unlawful to ask an applicant such as the following: 

· Age or birthdate 

· Maiden name or prior married name, marital status 

· Birthplace, nationality, race 

· Religion 

· Financial status (e.g. loans, bankruptcies, garnishments), or whether they rent or own a home 

· Arrest record (the application asks about convictions, not arrests) 

· Number and age of children, childcare arrangements 

· General medical condition, state of health, history of illnesses 

· Record of receiving Workers’ Compensation benefits 

· Dates of military service, type of discharge 

14. Always end the call by asking the person, “Would you re-employ the applicant?”  Often this question brings forth information that you were unable to get by other questions.

15. Be sure to thank your contact for his or her help.
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This is [Name] with [Department] at the University of Michigan.  
[Name] has applied for a position with [Department] and he/she gave us your name as a reference.

Is now a good time to talk as I will need about 10 – 15 minutes of your time?  (If not)  When can I call you back?

Thank you for agreeing to speak with me.  Give brief explanation of position.
1. How long have you known [Applicant Name] and in what capacity?

2. From what you know of ___________, do you think that this job would be a good next step for him/her?

3. What did you think of his/her quality of work?  Give an example that describes the candidates' abilities?

4. How would you assess his/her verbal and written communications skills? (on a scale of 1-5 with 5 being high)
Can you give an example?

5. Can you describe the candidate's working relationships with peers?  Can you describe the candidate’s experience working as a member of a team?   Does his/her style ever offend other people he/she works with?
6. Can you comment on the following and give examples.
• Attendance and Punctuality
• Dependability/Reliability
• Handling Stress & Conflict
• Initiative and follow-through; can you give an example?
• Ability to take on responsibility

• Ability to follow instructions

• Computer Skills
7. Would you reemploy? Why?

8. Is there anything else I should know about this candidate before I make a decision whether to hire them?

OR

Are there any problems with the candidate that we need to be aware of before making a hiring decision?
Thank you for your time! 

Library of OPTIONAL Questions
1. Advancing the Mission:

· How much of a contribution do you think the candidate made to your company or department?

· What would have made the applicant more effective?

2. Building Relationships/Interpersonal Skills:
· How did (name) handle conflict? How about pressure? Stress? Deadlines?

· How would you describe the applicant’s general attitude concerning his/her work?
· How would you evaluate the applicant’s ability to take suggestions/criticism?

· How would you feel if this person left your organization?

· What kind of environment did the candidate work in?

· Describe candidate's working relationships with supervisors.

3. Creative Problem Solving/Strategic Thinking:
· Describe (name’s) administration and budgetary skills (if applicable)

· Is the applicant flexible? Can you give an example?

· How would you describe the applicant’s work style
· How would you rate the candidate's analytical and problem solving skills? (on a scale of 1-5 with 5 being high).  Can you give an example?
· What experience has the candidate had in developing new processes or programs for your organization? Give candidate's specific involvement in the process.
4. Communication:

· Describe the common verbal/written interaction required for this job.  How well do you think (name) would handle these types of interactions?
5. Development of Self & Others:
· Did (name) supervise other employees? How effectively? If I spoke to those employees, how do you think they would describe (name’s) management style?

· What was noted as needing improvement during his/her performance review?

· How did the applicant learn the job? What training methods would you recommend?

· Describe the candidate’s success in motivating subordinates.

· How would you evaluate the applicant’s ability to learn and follow directions?

· What advice would you give the applicant’s new supervisor about how to maximize his/her performance?

· What support will the applicant need to perform successfully on the job?

· What would you do differently with this applicant if he/she worked for you again?

6. Leadership/Achievement Orientation:

· Describe (name’s) ability to make short and long term plans (management only).
· How would you evaluate the applicant’s ability to demonstrate ingenuity and act on his/her own initiative?

· What advice would you give me about how to best motivate this applicant?

· What aspects of the applicant’s management style were most effective/least effective?

· What is the best method for developing the applicant’s skills?

· What was (name’s) biggest accomplishment while working for your company?

· How would you evaluate the applicant’s leadership ability? What leads you to that conclusion?

7. Quality Service:
· Does the applicant accept responsibility? Can you give me an example?

· How would you evaluate the applicant’s ability to pay attention to detail and follow through on a job?

· How would you evaluate the applicant’s overall accuracy?

· How would you evaluate the applicant’s technical skills (if applicable)?
8. Change Management:
· Describe how the responsibilities of (name) might have changed or increased while he/she was in this job.
· What kind of mistakes did the applicant typically make? Were these mistakes corrected?

· In your opinion, how does the candidate deal with a variety of assignments, changing priorities and constant deadlines? Give an example of a stressful situation and how (name) dealt with it.
9. Miscellaneous:
· Rate overall job performance on a scale of 1 to 10.
· Who else in your organization might be able to give me some insight into this applicant’s work?
· What are the candidate's strengths?
·  (For former positions) Why did he/she leave the position?
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